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How to Use This Book

Most of the chapters in this book treat one of the major architectural fashions, or styles, that have been popular over our country’s history. These chapters are arranged roughly chronologically, with the earliest styles first. The opening page of each chapter features a large drawing showing the three or four most important identifying features which differentiate that style from others. The most common shapes, or principal subtypes, of each style are also pictured on the opening page, along with references to pages of photographs in the chapter that allow the reader to see quickly the common features in a range of examples from each particular style and subtype. Most chapters also include drawings that show typical smaller details—for example, windows, doors, and roof-wall junctions—that cannot easily be seen in full-house photographs. Text supplementing the drawings and photographs discusses the identifying features, principal subtypes, variants and details, and occurrence of each style. Concluding comments provide a brief introduction to the origin and history of the style. A few later chapters have a less detailed treatment of a style or styles. Generally these cover either revivals of earlier styles or less common ones.

Confronted with an unfamiliar house to be identified, the reader may approach the problem three different ways. The simplest is to flip through the many pages of house photographs, looking for examples similar to the unidentified house. Here one should pay particular attention to such large-scale features as roof form (gabled or hipped, low or steeply pitched?) and facade balance (symmetrical or asymmetrical?). When a similar photograph is located, the unknown example should be compared in smaller-scale features of architectural detailing: windows, doors, roof-wall junctions, porches, etc. The additional photographs and drawings provided in each chapter will aid in this process, which can be repeated until a final identification is made.

A second and more systematic approach is to turn to the Pictorial Key and Pictorial Glossary. This illustrates a variety of different types of such common architectural features as windows, doors, and roofing materials, with a listing of the styles in which each type commonly occurs. Features are listed beginning with the roof—and roof-level details such as dormers—and move down the house to cornices, windows, doors, porches, and, at ground level, even foundation details. Using the Key, the reader will find that a house with a red tile roof, for example, will most likely be found in either the Spanish Colonial, Spanish Revival, or New Traditional styles. Photographs and drawings for these styles can then be compared with the unknown house as in the first approach.

A final approach is to become familiar with the relatively few historical precedents on which American house styles are based. These are reviewed in the introductory chapter on Style. With this background, one can learn to quickly determine if a house is of Modern, Medieval, Renaissance Classical, or Ancient Classical inspiration. With a bit of further practice, it becomes easy to distinguish between the half-dozen or so principal American styles that have been based on each of these traditions. With this knowledge, style identification can become almost automatic. The book then becomes a useful backup reference for identifying stylistic subtypes and subtleties.



How to Use This eBook

    This eBook edition has been optimized for screens, and contains images that can be enlarged to better focus on the house details described. Color photographs have been included when available, for e-reading platforms that support color. The content has been slightly reordered from the print edition for the best presentation in a reflowable eBook format.

    In this presentation, illustrations and photographs immediately follow the text that describes them. The most visible difference is that the eBook format allows the photographs for each style subtype to be grouped early in each style chapter, immediately after the description of the subtype—rather than located by references to a photo spread towards the end of the chapter as one experiences in the printed book.

    The greatest delight is that double-clicking enlarges each photograph and on some devices pinching the screen can make parts of the images even larger. This allows details of windows, doors, porches and cornices to be examined more closely.


Preface

Looking at houses today is even more interesting and challenging than it was in 1984, the year this guide was first published. Almost 80 percent of the houses in the United States today have been built since 1940, the date the first edition concluded its full coverage. Surprisingly, during the last twenty-five years there has been a reinterpretation and new building of most American house styles that existed before 1940. Knowledge of earlier architectural styles—both traditional and modern—is now a necessity for understanding new houses, not just historic ones.

The first edition of A Field Guide to American Houses ended very naturally at 1940. The Great Depression of the 1930s had effectively ended construction of Eclectic house styles, and when construction resumed at the end of World War II, both house styles and lifestyles had shifted dramatically. An appendix to the original book gave a brief overview of styles built from 1940 to 1984. It was my intention at the time to expand the 1984 publication to fully cover these, particularly the mid-century modern homes gradually reaching their fiftieth birthday, making them eligible for National Register listing. This updated revision intends to fulfill that original goal. While many of the homes built soon after World War II are now eligible for listing on the National Register of Historic Places, they are nevertheless among the most endangered of houses—primarily because of their choice locations and generally smaller size. With this book I hope to help in their preservation.

Two additional topics were added during the course of revision: an overview of the extraordinary variety of styles built during the millennial housing boom (1990–2008) and a section on neighborhoods that covers the typical ways American houses are grouped together. The new chapter on neighborhoods provides a brief introduction to typical American communities. Just as A Field Guide to American Houses concentrated on typical homes, not architectural landmarks, the neighborhoods section of this new edition concentrates on typical neighborhoods, not landmarks of planning. It presents the simple patterns of development repeated in cities throughout the United States, rather than offering a study of mostly one-of-a-kind planning icons.

When it came time to write a preface for this expanded edition, it was suggested I might write an entirely new one. However, after rereading the original I found it so concise I could see no way to improve upon it. Thus, it follows here, because I believe it is as relevant to this new edition as it was in 1984. In updating this work, I have tried to adhere to the same approaches to research and presentation as the 1984 edition, described below in the original preface.


This book grew from the authors’ efforts to identify the houses found in typical American neighborhoods. Many excellent guides are available to detail the features of our country’s monumental dwellings; other works deal with the everyday houses of specific towns and neighborhoods. What was lacking, we discovered, was a guide that related the architectural landmarks to their far more numerous cousins throughout the country—the common houses that make up most of our nation’s built environment. Our book attempts to fill this gap by treating the entire spectrum of American domestic building, from the most modest folk houses to the grandest mansions, but with a heavy emphasis on the familiar dwellings that lie between these extremes. It is intended not as a scholarly treatise on architectural history, but as a practical field manual for identifying and understanding the changing fashions, forms, and components of American houses. In treating this broad subject we have imposed certain limitations on the coverage. Because it emphasizes field identification, it concerns primarily the exterior appearance of houses. The important subjects of interior planning, design, and detailing are given only the most superficial treatment. The book also concentrates on styled houses built before 1940. Unstyled folk houses and post-1940 houses are included, but are treated in considerably less detail. The principal focus is on single-family houses, which may be either detached or, like attached urban houses, built with common walls. A few duplexes or triplexes built in the form of single-family buildings have been illustrated, but larger multi-unit dwellings are not included.

The book is organized chiefly by the chronology of changing architectural styles. In one sense these may be considered a merely ephemeral and somewhat superficial series of fashions. More fundamentally, however, they reflect the tastes and sensibilities of our forebears over three centuries of dynamic history. Looking still farther, most have deep roots in European history, whence they draw on Renaissance, Medieval, and Classical models for inspiration. An understanding of these stylistic traditions as they have repeatedly reappeared during our nation’s history is, we believe, the most practical framework for identifying and understanding American houses.

A principal difficulty in stylistic analysis involves recognizing underlying similarities in style when buildings differ in size, shape, and degree of formality. Many Greek Revival houses, for example, bear little resemblance to Greek temples, but almost all show certain key features that can, with a bit of practice, be easily recognized. Such features are emphasized in schematic drawings placed on the opening pages of every chapter. Beneath are placed sketches of Principal Subtypes, usually based on roof form, to which the characteristic features of the style are most commonly applied. Photographs provide a variety of typical houses of each subtype as a further aid to recognizing a style in its many guises, while drawings illustrate typical architectural details.

The many photographs of typical houses are, we feel, the heart of the book. In choosing these and preparing their descriptive captions, we have attempted to follow certain guidelines for consistency. Most of the houses illustrated are still in existence; photographs of examples known to have been destroyed are included for only a few rare styles of subtypes. All houses are identified by the state and town (or county for rural houses) in which they are located; where possible, the year construction was completed, the last name of the first owner (“Johnson House”), and the architect are also noted. We have usually relied on secondary sources for this information and have not attempted the enormous task of documentation from original sources. Precise addresses have been omitted to protect the occupants, since most of the houses illustrated are privately owned and not open to the public. Where secondary documentation of the date of construction was lacking, as was the case for the bulk of the examples illustrated, we have estimated the dates, using the forms “late 19th century,” “1920s,” and “ca. 1905” to indicate increasing certainty of attribution. Familiar names of landmark houses (Biltmore, House of Seven Gables) are sometimes used instead of, or in addition to, the name of the original owner.

Most of the styles of American houses have been previously recognized and described, and we have thus drawn heavily on the works of others in preparing the book. Defining stylistic subtypes and characteristic details has, however, required much original research. To this end we have reviewed and analyzed photographs of more than a hundred thousand houses. In addition, we have traveled to almost every state to study and photograph the spectrum of American houses first hand. Even so, we can only claim to have scratched the surface of stylistic analysis. Most styles, we discovered, provided problems enough to occupy the energies of architectural historians for many years. We very much hope that our preliminary efforts will lead to such refinement and correction.



It has since been very gratifying to find a great deal of research that was not available while working on the 1984 edition of this book. Much of the new information has been included here.

For readers wishing to know more about houses that interest them, internet research has made much new information available to even casual observers. Of particular value are several websites that offer information on most houses, including when they were likely first built and much more detailed information derived largely from county property tax records. Or one can directly use the county property tax records available online to determine an approximate date of construction. The ability to quickly and easily research these most basic facts for something approximating 80 percent of the houses in the United States built after 1920 has led to simpler, yet far more informed, house watching and house watchers. Do a web search on a single address and see what you find. You might be surprised.
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A FEW COMMON DESCRIPTIVE HOUSE TERMS
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A FEW COMMON DESCRIPTIVE HOUSE TERMS
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FIVE-PART PLAN
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A FEW COMMON DESCRIPTIVE HOUSE TERMS
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THREE-PART PLAN
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A FEW COMMON DESCRIPTIVE HOUSE TERMS
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ROOF-WALL JUNCTION
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A FEW COMMON DESCRIPTIVE HOUSE TERMS
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WINDOWS
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A FEW COMMON DESCRIPTIVE HOUSE TERMS
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URBAN HOUSE TYPES





PICTORIAL GLOSSARY

PARTS OF THE CLASSICAL ORDERS APPLIED TO HOUSES

USE OF ENTABLATURES: CORNICES, FRIEZES & ARCHITRAVES

[image: ]

ANCIENT CLASSICAL MODELS
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PARTS OF THE CLASSICAL ORDERS APPLIED TO HOUSES

USE OF ENTABLATURES: CORNICES, FRIEZES & ARCHITRAVES
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DOORS
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PARTS OF THE CLASSICAL ORDERS APPLIED TO HOUSES

USE OF ENTABLATURES: CORNICES, FRIEZES & ARCHITRAVES
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WINDOWS
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PARTS OF THE CLASSICAL ORDERS APPLIED TO HOUSES

USE OF ENTABLATURES: CORNICES, FRIEZES & ARCHITRAVES
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WINDOW OR DOOR
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PARTS OF THE CLASSICAL ORDERS APPLIED TO HOUSES

USE OF ENTABLATURES: CORNICES, FRIEZES & ARCHITRAVES
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ROOF-WALL JUNCTIONS
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PARTS OF THE CLASSICAL ORDERS APPLIED TO HOUSES

USE OF PEDIMENTS
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FULL-FACADE PORCH
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PARTS OF THE CLASSICAL ORDERS APPLIED TO HOUSES

USE OF PEDIMENTS
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ROOF-WALL JUNCTION, GABLE END
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PARTS OF THE CLASSICAL ORDERS APPLIED TO HOUSES

USE OF PEDIMENTS
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CENTERED GABLE
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PARTS OF THE CLASSICAL ORDERS APPLIED TO HOUSES

USE OF PEDIMENTS
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ENTRY PORCH
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PARTS OF THE CLASSICAL ORDERS APPLIED TO HOUSES

USE OF PEDIMENTS
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DOOR            WINDOW





PICTORIAL GLOSSARY

PARTS OF THE CLASSICAL ORDERS APPLIED TO HOUSES

TYPES OF PEDIMENTS
Ogee and segmental are only common over doors and windows
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LOOKING AT AMERICAN HOUSES

Style


The Fashions of American Houses
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Domestic buildings are of two principal sorts: folk houses and styled houses. Folk houses are those designed without a conscious attempt to mimic current fashion. Many are built by their occupants or by non-professional builders, and all are relatively simple houses meant to provide basic shelter, with little concern for presenting a stylish face to the world. Most surviving American houses are not folk houses but are styled; that is, they were built with at least some attempt at being fashionable. As such, they show the influence of shapes, materials, detailing, or other features that make up an architectural style that was currently in vogue. The bulk of this book is organized by the changing chronology of these American architectural fashions or styles, for they provide the most effective framework for identifying and understanding American houses.

The majority of styled American houses are loosely modeled on one of four principal architectural traditions: Ancient Classical, Renaissance Classical, Medieval, or Modern. The earliest, the Ancient Classical tradition, is based upon the monuments of early Greece and Rome. The closely related Renaissance Classical tradition stems from a revival of interest in classicism during the Renaissance, which began in Italy in the 15th century. The two classical traditions, Ancient and Renaissance, share many of the same architectural details.

The third tradition, the Medieval, separated the Ancient Classical and the Renaissance Classical in time. The Medieval tradition includes architecture based on the formal Gothic style used for church buildings during the Middle Ages, as well as that based upon the simpler domestic buildings of the same era. Most of the Medieval architecture that has influenced American houses originated in England and France.

The fourth tradition, the Modern movement, began in the late 19th century and continues to the present. It is based primarily on the lack of applied historically influenced ornamentation and a resulting external simplicity or “honesty,” as well as on spatial variation and manipulation made possible by new materials and construction techniques.

Other traditions that have influenced American houses are mostly of Spanish origin. Both the simple structures built during the Spanish Colonial era in the United States and the more elaborate architecture of Spain and Latin America have inspired American domestic buildings. In addition, Oriental and Egyptian models have occasionally provided patterns for American house design.

As we shall see in the following pages, each of these traditions has produced several different styles of American houses as they have been interpreted and re-interpreted during different building eras. Stylistic mixtures are also common in American domestic architecture. These have been created both by those who knowingly sought the unusual, as well as by those who unwittingly combined historical precedents.

The following short summary of styles is illustrated with houses found in the U.S. before 1935. In the seventy-five years since, a forty-year interlude (1935–1975) dominated by Modernism, both Bankers and Mainstream have been followed by almost five decades (1965–2010) during which the broadest variety of styles ever built during a half century have been constructed. Almost every style illustrated here—whether Ancient Classical, Renaissance Classical, Medieval, Modern, or Other—has been revived in one or more forms. At the same time new approaches to modernism have been explored, although by a small percentage of the population.



Ancient Classical Styles
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The monumental architecture of Greece from about the 9th to the 4th century B.C., and that of Rome from the 1st century B.C. to the 5th century A.D., provide the models for those styles based upon Ancient Classical traditions. An entry or full-facade porch supported by large columns, frequently two-story, or “colossal,” columns, is the feature most commonly associated with American houses patterned after Ancient Classical buildings. The columns are frequently in one of the classical orders, but simple squared and octagonal interpretations are also found. The houses usually have symmetrical facades and, most commonly, a low-pitched roof.

Three styles of American houses are based on Ancient Classical precedents. The first is the Early Classical Revival style (1780–1830). These are loosely based upon Roman models and are simple side-gabled or hipped roof houses with full-height entry porches, usually with a classical pediment above.

The next Ancient Classical style is the Greek Revival (1820–1860). Greek Revival houses normally have a very wide band of trim beneath the eaves, mimicking the entablature of Greek temples. Many have full-facade or full-height entry porches with large columns, but some have only a small entry porch and others have no porch or columns—although in this case there are usually pilasters. Both side-gabled and hipped roofs are common. In some regions, many of the houses built in this style are oriented so that the gable end becomes the front facade; these most closely resemble their prototype Greek temples.

The third Ancient Classical style is the Neoclassical (1895–1955). These are normally two-story houses with prominent full-height columns. In early examples, the columns usually have very elaborate capitals of either Roman or Greek inspiration; later examples often have slender squared columns reminiscent of those on Mount Vernon’s facade facing the Potomac River. The forms of Neoclassical houses are varied, and secondary details characteristic of the later Renaissance Classical movement are often used.


STYLE

ANCIENT CLASSICAL
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Renaissance Classical Styles
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The Renaissance Classical styles are based upon buildings built during the revival of interest in Ancient Classical models which began in Italy in the early 15th century and gradually worked its way northward to France, where it arrived in the mid-16th century, and to England, where it had little influence until the early 17th century. From England the Renaissance traveled still later to America, where it profoundly influenced 18th-century building in the English colonies. Each country developed somewhat different interpretations of Renaissance Classical ideals and each of these has inspired several later American styles. All, however, share certain features: they usually have balanced, symmetrical facades and typically have such decorative details as pedimented (crowned) doors and windows, dentils, quoins, and pilasters. Two-story columns are rare in American interpretations, although colonnaded, one-story entrance porches are frequent.

In America, the Italian version of the Renaissance tradition inspired both the Italianate (1840–1885) and Italian Renaissance (1890–1935) styles. Round arches (widely used by the early Romans) and cornice-line brackets are the two elements that most consistently mark American houses as having Italian Renaissance roots.

The French Renaissance tradition inspired the Second Empire (1855–1885) and the Beaux Arts (1885–1930) styles as well as some subtypes of the French Eclectic (1915–1945) style. A steeply pitched hipped roof, or dual-pitched mansard roof, is a characteristic feature of many of these French Renaissance-inspired houses.

The English version of the Renaissance tradition was exported to the American colonies as the Georgian (1700–1780) and Federal (1780–1820) styles. Note that these are original Renaissance buildings directly inspired by the earlier Italian Renaissance. Other American houses based on Renaissance traditions are later revivals of these same influences. These are included in the long-lived Colonial Revival style (1880–1955), which draws heavily on American Georgian and Federal precedents. All of these English-inspired Renaissance houses are united by an emphasis on elaborated front door surrounds. These frequently have side pilasters supporting an entablature or pediment (Georgian) or a fanlight above the door (Federal).


STYLE

RENAISSANCE CLASSICAL
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RENAISSANCE CLASSICAL

ITALIAN

[image: ]




STYLE

RENAISSANCE CLASSICAL

FRENCH
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RENAISSANCE CLASSICAL

ENGLISH
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Medieval Styles
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Medieval architecture is that built during the Middle Ages, the era from the end of the Ancient Classical period until the beginning of the Renaissance (roughly encompassing the 6th to the 15th centuries A.D.). Throughout most of this period, the primary focus of European, styled architecture was on ecclesiastical buildings—churches, cathedrals, and abbeys. The dominant style for these was Romanesque from the end of the 9th century until the 12th century and Gothic from the mid-12th century until the beginning of the Renaissance. The Romanesque, modified from the Roman Ancient Classical tradition, is characterized by the extensive use of rounded arches. It has inspired only one American domestic style, the Richardsonian Romanesque (1880–1900). Gothic buildings are easily identified by their characteristic pointed arches, used over doors and windows and in interior vaulting. These inspired the Gothic Revival style (1840–1880) and, in addition, influenced the Stick style (1860–ca. 1890).

Large-scale domestic architecture during most of the Middle Ages took the form of fortified castles. These have inspired relatively few American houses, although castellated parapets are sometimes used on Gothic Revival and Tudor houses. More modest European domestic buildings from Medieval times usually had roofs covered with thatch; such roofs had to be very steeply pitched in order to shed water properly. During much of the Middle Ages, chimneys were not yet in common use; attics under the steep roofs were left open so that smoke could escape through small openings in the roof. The chimney was a crucial invention, for it allowed second stories and attics to be floored to provide additional living space. Postmedieval houses with prominent chimneys typically have steeply pitched roofs, asymmetrical facades, and, frequently, wall surfaces elaborated either by exposed half-timbered construction or by protective clay tiles hung upon such construction. They also frequently have an overhanging second story that added structural stability to the original heavy timber framing. Such houses were imported directly to the New World as the Postmedieval English style (1600–1700) built by the earliest English colonists. They also provided the inspiration for many informal examples of the later Tudor style (1890–1940).

When Renaissance influence began to spread to France and England from Italy, it first took the form of classical detailing being applied to houses of Medieval form. In France, this era produced many of the great chateaux that provided the inspiration for the American Chateauesque style (1880–1910). In England, such mixed Medieval-Renaissance buildings inspired the more formal examples of the American Tudor style, as well as some examples of the Queen Anne style.

English architects during the latter half of the 19th century, tiring of two hundred years of buildings dominated by classical influences, began to turn back to their Medieval heritage for inspiration. The result, the English Queen Anne movement, was quickly followed by the related American Queen Anne style (1880–1910), which used Medieval forms both with and without the addition of classical detailing. The Shingle style (1880–1900), which was also inspired by the English Queen Anne movement, introduced simplified exterior surfaces and open interior planning, and thus foreshadowed the Modern phase of architectural styling.


STYLE

MEDIEVAL
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MEDIEVAL
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MEDIEVAL

[image: ]





Modern Styles
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The Modern movement in domestic architecture developed in two stages during the years from 1900 to 1940. The first phase, the Arts and Crafts (or Early Modern) movement, deliberately turned its back on the use of historical precedent for decoration and design. Ornamentation was not eliminated but merely “modernized” to remove most traces of its historic origins. Low-pitched roofs with wide eave overhangs were favored. Although there were many variations within the movement, it led to two distinctive styles of American houses. The first was the Prairie style (1900–1920), which began in Chicago under the leadership of Frank Lloyd Wright, who designed many houses in the style during the period from 1900 to 1913. These elegantly simplified buildings by Wright and his followers were to have a profound influence on the beginnings of Modernism both here and in Europe. The second style inspired by the Arts and Crafts movement is the Craftsman style (1905–1930), begun in southern California in about 1903 by the Greene brothers and others. It emphasizes exposed structural members and wood joinery and, like the Prairie style, eschews formal historic precedents.

A second phase of the Modern movement began after World War I as a full-scale reaction against all previous architectural tradition. The emphasis in this phase was on design that was clearly of the Machine Age, with standardization of parts, absence of all non-functional decoration, and structural “honesty” as hallmarks. Houses were to become “machines for living.” Flat roofs and smooth wall surfaces were favored. Both the Modernistic style (1920–1940) and the International style (1925–present) are products of this more austere modernism that marked the beginning of Mainstream Modern.

The Mainstream Modern movement continued to evolve in the decades following 1940 as new stylistic outgrowths of the Arts and Crafts and the Machine Age movements arose. It was joined by a third phase, Bankers Modern, after 1935 in response to FHA’s lending preferences. These were to dominate American domestic building during the 1950s and 1960s before beginning to be largely replaced, in the 1970s, by a return to stylistic adaptations loosely based on Classical or Medieval prototypes. Today, Modern movement houses are still being built but constitute a relatively small portion of new home construction.


STYLE

MODERN before 1935
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MODERN before 1935

ARTS AND CRAFTS MOVEMENT
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STYLE

MODERN before 1935
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See Modern Houses for Modern-style houses after 1935.





STYLE

MODERN before 1935

MACHINE AGE MOVEMENT
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Other Stylistic Traditions

Many of the other traditions that have influenced American domestic architecture are of Spanish or Spanish Colonial origin. In the New World, Spanish colonists blended the adobe building traditions of the Native Americans with similar Spanish housing traditions originally brought to Spain from North Africa. Both the Spanish Colonial style (1600–1850) and the Pueblo Revival style (1910–present) use adobe construction techniques which show this mixing of Spanish and Native American precedents. Spanish Colonial ecclesiastical buildings of the American Southwest provided the inspiration for the Mission style (1890–1920). This was followed by the Spanish Revival style (1915–1940), which broadened the precedents to include the entire spectrum of Spanish and Spanish-American architecture, thus making it an unusually varied style. Some Spanish Revival houses have elaborate decorative detailing patterned after formal Spanish Renaissance buildings. Others show Moorish and Islamic influences, while still others are based upon rural Spanish folk houses with little or no decorative detailing. The most recent style in the Spanish tradition is the Monterey style (1925–1955), which is loosely based on certain houses of the American Southwest that show a mixing of Spanish and English Colonial influences.

Other architectural traditions have influenced several minor styles of American houses. Oriental, Egyptian, and Swiss Chalet prototypes inspired the Exotic Revivals (1835–ca. 1890), while the Octagon style (1850–1870) developed from one man’s enthusiastic sponsorship of houses designed with unorthodox ground plans of octagonal shape.


STYLE

OTHER TRADITIONS

SPANISH
tiled roofs, usually red, commonly asymmetrical

[image: ]




STYLE

OTHER TRADITIONS
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Stylistic Mixtures

Most American houses have been built in one of the many architectural styles outlined in the preceding sections. Some, however, do not fit neatly into one of these stylistic categories but, instead, have characteristics of two or more styles. Such houses may have been originally built as stylistic mixtures or may have resulted from later attempts to alter the style through remodeling.

Prior to about 1840, American architectural styles were rather widely separated by time or by location; that is, only one fashion usually prevailed in a region over a long interval of time. Most early stylistic mixtures occurred during the transitional periods when these persistent fashions were changing. Thus, some transitional houses in the English colonies share Georgian and Federal features, while others blend Federal with Greek Revival detailing. Similarly, Dutch, French, and Spanish Colonial buildings began to show Federal or Greek Revival detailing as Anglo influence increased with the expansion of the country. These originally built combinations of styles increased after about 1840 when pattern books, particularly A. J. Downing’s influential Cottage Residences, Rural Architecture and Landscape Gardening, published in 1842, presented several choices of fashionable building styles. Downing, for example, advocated both Gothic and Italianate modes of design. As might be expected, some readers and builders avoided the choice by combining features of both. Another popular mixture of the romantic era added Italianate detailing to the previously dominant Greek Revival form.

Houses of the Victorian era seldom show such dramatically obvious mixtures of style. Most Victorian styles are closely interrelated and draw heavily on Medieval precedents for inspiration. Thus they naturally tend to blend into one another. Steeply pitched roofs and textured wall surfaces are common to most. Stick-style structural members are found on many Queen Anne houses; Richardsonian arches occur on Shingle-style houses, wood-shingled walls may dominate on either Queen Anne or Shingle houses, and so on. Thus the separation of the Victorian styles sometimes becomes a matter of degree, whereas the dominant Greek-Gothic-Italianate modes of the preceding romantic era were unmistakably different.

During the early years of the Eclectic era, experimental combinations of styles were common. From about 1890 to 1915, styles as different as the Colonial Revival, Neoclassical, Prairie, Tudor, Mission, and Craftsman were being built simultaneously. Many architects and builders experimented with fanciful combinations of these styles, sometimes adding a touch of Victorian detailing as well. Some early eclectic neighborhoods contain whole streets of such marvelously experimental stylistic combinations. These innovative houses were, however, far less common than more correct stylistic interpretations, even in the early eclectic years, and by 1915 they had all but disappeared. Thus began the era of the Period House, an interval in which stylistic combinations became rare. This lasted until the late 1930s, when architects and builders began to experiment with restrained mixtures of Tudor, Colonial Revival, and Mediterranean influences.

A second and far more common category of stylistic mixture results not from original design, but from later alteration of an existing house. Most houses more than a few years old have had at least some exterior alterations, and it is important to be able to recognize these changes in order to identify a house’s original style and appearance.

Most exterior alterations are undertaken for one or more of the following purposes:


• To update the appearance of the house (stylish updates)

• To add additional living space to the house

• To minimize exterior maintenance of the house

• To take advantage of code exemptions1



Each of these changes tends to produce somewhat different exterior appearances.

The most common means of updating the appearance or style of a house is to add, remove, or alter a porch. The most frequent porch alteration, because it is the simplest, is to replace the original porch roof supports. For example, many a Queen Anne house had its spindlework supports replaced by heavy masonry piers during the early years of this century when the Prairie style was in vogue. The massive piers of Prairie and Craftsman houses, in turn, have often been replaced by narrow wooden or metal posts which dramatically alter the appearance of the house. Entire new porches are also commonly added to houses that originally had none, or as replacements for porches of quite different character. Many Queen Anne houses, for example, now sport elaborate Neoclassical porches added in the early 1900s. Equally startling are those houses which have had the original porches removed without replacement.

Following porches, the most commonly altered facade elements are doors, windows, and wall materials, changed in an attempt to mimic current fashion. Most of these updating changes in facade details, including porches, are easily recognized with a little practice, for the new additions appear out of context with the overall shape, form, and materials of the remainder of the house.

Still more fundamental changes occur when a smaller earlier house is incorporated into a larger later house of a different style. All housewatchers have had the experience of visiting, for example, an Italianate museum house that the guide insists was built in 1798. Upon close questioning it transpires that a log house was built on the site in 1798 and that in 1855 the original owner’s granddaughter’s husband came into some money, leading to a remodeling (we would say “rebuilding”). For purposes of identification, such houses can be considered to have been built in 1855; the fact that an earlier house is buried within is of historical significance but does not affect the exterior appearance. When the rebuilding is less complete, however, traces of the earlier house may be revealed by a careful look at roof, walls, and—especially—the roof-wall junctions, which quite often provide the best clues to large-scale stylistic updating.

The second principal reason for exterior alteration is to add living space to an existing house. This is usually accomplished in one of two ways: either by adding an entire extension or wing to the existing house or, at less expense, by converting a house’s under-utilized areas (attic, basement, porch, or garage) into living space. In the first instance, extensive additions can be undertaken in the style of the original house and, depending on the skill of the architect involved, leave the original lines of the house undiminished or, occasionally, enhanced. Lyndhurst in Tarrytown, New York, is an outstanding example of this. Carefully done additions and alterations that use the same materials and style as the existing house can be very difficult to detect. More commonly, additions differ in some fundamental way—form, materials, or details—from the original house and are easily recognized.

Converting existing spaces to living areas does not usually affect the exterior appearance of the house when it involves only a basement or attached garage (although the method of handling the garage door opening is important). An attic remodeling usually involves the addition of dormers or skylights but otherwise leaves the facade intact. The decision to gain space by enclosing all or part of a front or side porch, on the other hand, can drastically change the character of a house. Rarely can such alterations be done in a manner which maintains the stylistic integrity of the facade.

The third principal reason for altering house exteriors is to minimize maintenance. The need regularly to paint wooden walls, caulk drafty windows, and repair leaky roofs can cause a house owner to make drastic changes that are designed to decrease this routine maintenance. Some of these maintenance-minimizing alterations even promise to do away with these problems “forever.” Owners tired of painting wooden walls frequently add a layer of pre-finished siding (aluminum, asbestos, etc.). In addition to hiding the texture of the original walls, such siding usually obscures such details as window and door surrounds, cornices, and moldings and thus quite dramatically changes a house’s appearance. It also may hasten the deterioration of the wooden walls it covers; fortunately it can often be removed without serious damage. For those tired of caulking, patching, and painting older wooden windows, replacing them with pre-finished metal windows can be tempting. Such changes generally alter the house’s appearance significantly. Original slate, tile, tin, or wood-shingle roofs are commonly replaced with composition roofing materials. Sometimes these materials closely resemble the original roof but more often, like changes of wall materials or windows, they fundamentally alter the nature of the facade.

Most maintenance-minimizing alterations do not completely obscure a house’s stylistic origins but are apparent as inappropriate changes in external appearance through the loss of wood molding profiles and the pattern of window lights. If the changes are extensive, however—for example, siding added and windows and roofs replaced—the original character of the house may be undiscernible.

The fourth principal reason for major house alterations is to take advantage of the original house’s exemptions from new and more strict building codes. In some cases, maintaining the footprint of an existing structure allows exemptions from stringent new construction standards. Among these are wetlands regulations along the East Coast, earthquake standards along the West Coast, and more stringent lot coverage or setback requirements added with changes in zoning codes. Any of these can cause a house to be radically redesigned—even creating a new house for all practical purposes.


MIXTURES: ROMANTIC AND VICTORIAN
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STYLISH MIXTURES: ROMANTIC AND VICTORIAN
Cleveland, Ohio; mid-19th century. Otis House. A mixture of Gothic and Italianate design. The shape of the house with its low-pitched hipped roof, symmetrical facade, and centered gable is Italianate, as is the bracketed cornice. The pointed arches over upper-story windows and the flattened arches of the front porch and lower-story windows are Gothic.
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STYLISH MIXTURES: ROMANTIC AND VICTORIAN
Canton, Mississippi; mid-19th century. A mixture of Greek Revival, Gothic, and Italianate influences. The doors and porch with classical columns are borrowed from Greek Revival. The bracketed cornice is Italianate, and the flattened arch and jigsaw-cut wood detailing of the upstairs porch show Gothic Revival influences.
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STYLISH MIXTURES: ROMANTIC AND VICTORIAN
New Albany, Indiana; 1866. McCord House. This mixture of Gothic and Italianate design is a reversal of the Otis House. The house form with its gabled roof and steeply pitched, front-facing gables shows Gothic influence. The bracketed cornice and the windows with heavy rounded crowns are Italianate.
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STYLISH MIXTURES: ROMANTIC AND VICTORIAN
Rolla, Missouri; late 19th century. Romanesque and Shingle elements combined with square Prairie-style porch supports.

[image: ]

STYLISH MIXTURES: ROMANTIC AND VICTORIAN
Richmond, Virginia; late 19th century. A mixture of Queen Anne (patterned masonry subtype), Romanesque, and Exotic influences.




MIXTURES: ECLECTIC
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STYLISH MIXTURES: ECLECTIC
Emporia, Kansas; early 20th century. A mixture showing a Prairie-influenced wide roof-overhang combined with a Shingle-style front gambrel and a rusticated stone arch borrowed from the Richardsonian Romanesque.
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STYLISH MIXTURES: ECLECTIC
Dallas, Texas; 1928. Wade House. Here a Tudor front-facing gable with half-timbering is mixed with Italian Renaissance roof tiles and arched windows.
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STYLISH MIXTURES: ECLECTIC
Cleveland, Ohio; 1910. Mather House; Charles Schweinfurth, architect. A mixture of Tudor (windows, lintels, and chimneys) and Colonial Revival details (cornice-line balustrade, low-pitched hipped roof).
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STYLISH MIXTURES: ECLECTIC
Louisville, Kentucky; 1922. This example combines the side-gabled Craftsman form with Italian Renaissance tiled roofing and arched entries.
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STYLISH MIXTURES: ECLECTIC
Louisville, Kentucky; early 20th century. This house combines elements of several stylistic traditions (Prairie, Craftsman, and Germanic).





ALTERATIONS: STYLISH UPDATES
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ALTERATIONS: STYLISH UPDATES
Cooperstown, New York; 1804 (roof, late 19th century). Lakeland; John M. Bowers. A Federal house with a Victorian roof added (the porch is likely an intermediate addition). Cover the roof to see the symmetrical house; uncover it to see how completely the roof form changes the feel of the house.
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ALTERATIONS: STYLISH UPDATES
Granbury, Texas; late 19th century (porch, early 20th century). A Queen Anne house (note hipped roof with cross gable and tower) behind an added Neoclassical porch. This was a common update.
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ALTERATIONS: STYLISH UPDATES
Cooperstown, New York; mid-19th century (addition, late 19th century). Holt House. A Second Empire house (on the right) has had a major half-timbered Queen Anne addition to the left.
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ALTERATIONS: STYLISH UPDATES
Dallas, Texas; 1914. Arrington House. A relatively unaltered Prairie-style example. Both Dallas, Texas; early 20th century (remodeling ca. 1975) and Dallas, Texas; early 20th century (remodeling 1982; Teddy Taylor, designer) originally resembled this house, although without the porte cochere to the side.
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ALTERATIONS: STYLISH UPDATES
Dallas, Texas; early 20th century (remodeling ca. 1975). This remodeling of a house similar to the Arrington House removed the porch and added a small broken pediment to the door, which is poorly scaled and out of character with the form and roof of the house.

[image: ]

ALTERATIONS: STYLISH UPDATES
Dallas, Texas; early 20th century (remodeling 1982; Teddy Taylor, designer). This remodeling of a house similar to the Arrington House, although obscuring the earlier Prairie character, picks up on the Mediterranean tiled roof by adding a Palladian entry motif. The changed brick pattern shows the line of the original porch roof. When painted, the brickwork will appear uniform and only very careful observation would reveal the modifications.





ALTERATIONS: MAINTENANCE

St. Genevieve, Missouri; ca. 1920. In a development of several dozen almost identical Craftsman houses built in the 1920s, only the example shown in the first image that follows remains essentially unaltered. The photographs show a series of modifications typical of those that obscure the original stylistic details of many older American houses.
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ALTERATIONS: MAINTENANCE
In the unaltered example, note the wood shingles in the gable, narrow bands of wood siding, triangular knee braces at the cornice, original porch supports, and original window surrounds, sash, and vertical light pattern.
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ALTERATIONS: MAINTENANCE
This example is original except for the addition of asbestos shingles covering the wood shingles and siding.
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ALTERATIONS: MAINTENANCE
Another type of added siding, this time with metal awnings.
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ALTERATIONS: MAINTENANCE
In addition to new siding and awnings, the original wood porch supports and railing have been replaced by iron, the triangular knee braces sheathed, and shutters added.
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ALTERATIONS: MAINTENANCE
These alterations are similar to those in the previous image, but without the shutters and awnings.
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ALTERATIONS: MAINTENANCE
Here the windows have been changed, two types of siding added, the triangular knee braces removed, the porch supports changed, and a rear side porch added.
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ALTERATIONS: MAINTENANCE
In this example, siding has been added and the front porch screened.
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ALTERATIONS: MAINTENANCE
The entire porch area has been enclosed and a new window shape and two types of siding added.
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ALTERATIONS: MAINTENANCE
Here most of the front porch has been enclosed for additional interior space, the triple window on the right has been reduced to one, and siding has been added.





LOOKING AT AMERICAN HOUSES

Form


The Shapes of American Houses
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The chronology of changing architectural fashions or styles provides the fundamental framework for identifying American houses. A second basic feature of houses is form or shape. House form is not endlessly varied. Instead, a few fundamental shapes, and relatively minor variations on them, tend to be used again and again through a range of changing architectural styles.

House shape is best analyzed by dividing the three-dimensional house into two separate two-dimensional components. The first is the ground plan, the pattern made by the exterior walls when viewed from directly above. The second two-dimensional component is elevation, the pattern made by wall, roof, and details when viewed, as they normally are, from ground level. In theory, ground plans and elevations can be varied to form an infinite number of house shapes. In practice, there are only a relatively few common variants of both plan and elevation. These combine to make several fundamental families of house shapes that dominate American domestic architecture.

Certain uncomplicated house shapes have been continuously used since the first colonists arrived. On the other hand, technological changes over the past three hundred years have permitted greater flexibility and freedom of design and have led to important innovations in house shape.

Ground Plans
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A ground plan shows the shape of a house as if one were viewing it from directly above with the roof and the upper floors (if any) removed to leave only the ground-floor walls. The shape of the ground plan can usually be broken down into a pattern of smaller, room-sized modules or structural units. The simplest folk houses have only a single such room-sized unit. As larger houses were required, folk builders developed techniques for combining two or more units into multi-unit plans. These room-sized structural units may or may not correspond exactly to the placement of interior walls to form actual rooms. In general, the earlier and more modest the house, the more likely it is that each principal room will correspond to a structural unit (although even in the simplest houses, one or more units are commonly partitioned into smaller rooms). Since in this book we are concerned with the external appearance of houses, these differences in internal room arrangement can be discounted. The important point is that ground plans are almost always made up of rather simple combinations of room-sized units. The basic house sizes and shapes defined by these combinations have persisted in all but the largest and most pretentious houses from early colonial times to the present day.

In the simplest case, square or rectangular room-sized units are combined into larger squares or rectangles known as simple plans. These are of two principal types: (1) linear plans, made up of units aligned into single rows one unit wide or deep, and (2) massed plans, which have both a width and depth of more than one unit. The rectangles and squares of simple plans can, in turn, be combined to make compound plans, the most frequent of which resemble in shape the letters L, T, or U. Many other compound arrangements are also possible; some of the most frequent are shown in the illustrations. Note that simple plans with minor wall projections may resemble compound plans but can usually be distinguished by whether or not the projections from the principal mass of the house are room-sized or smaller. Such minor wall projections were impractical with heavy timber construction, but became relatively simple and inexpensive with later balloon and platform framing. Starting about 1990 even greater use was made of compound plans and also more complex roof forms, such as hip-on-hip, which created additional shallow wall projections. See Plans: Regular to Irregular with Shallow Extensions.


FORM

GROUND PLAN COMPONENTS
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FORM

SIMPLE PLANS (RECTANGLES & SQUARES)
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FORM

COMPOUND PLANS

[image: ]




FORM

COMPOUND PLANS & MINOR IRREGULARITIES DISTINGUISHED

[image: ]




Elevations

[image: ]

Elevations show the shapes of houses as viewed normally from the ground at eye level. Elevations are generally straight-on views that show the appearance of a single wall with its overlying roof and architectural details. Four such elevation views—one each of the front, the sides, and the rear walls—are required to describe fully all details of shape. On the other hand, the general form of a house can sometimes be understood from just the front elevation (also called the principal elevation or facade) and the ground plan which, together, define the basic three-dimensional shape of the house.

The most fundamental factor in analyzing elevations is wall height. American houses are normally either one or two stories high. Less common are heights of one and one-half, two and one-half, and three stories (a half-story has less than full-height external walls; the remaining headroom is developed from attic space beneath the roof line). Houses more than three stories high are rare except in densely populated urban settings where narrow town houses sometimes have four or more stories.

Most simple-plan houses have facades either one, two, or three structural units in width. Each width normally has a characteristic pattern of symmetry in the arrangement of door and window details. These patterns frequently allow identification of the width of the underlying ground plan. Two asymmetrical ranks of window and door openings normally occur on one-unit widths; three symmetrical or four asymmetrical ranks on two-unit widths; and five symmetrical ranks on three-unit widths. In symmetrical three-ranked facades the two principal front rooms behind the facade are normally of unequal size, the entrance door opening into the larger of the two. Less commonly the door opens into a narrow entrance hallway or vestibule. The middle unit of three-unit widths is normally a central hallway and may also be somewhat narrower than the two flanking units. The presence of five, rather than three, ranks of window openings normally distinguishes this plan from symmetrical two-unit plans. In urban houses, a one-and-one-half-unit width is typical, with a hallway occupying the half unit and the principal rooms lined up in the full unit.

Elevations reveal not only wall height, width, and symmetry, but also the varying relative proportions of roof and wall. If the roof is flat or of low pitch, the wall will dominate the facade. Conversely, steeply pitched roofs dramatically dominate their underlying walls. Roofs of normal pitch show about equal dominance of roof and wall.


FORM

FACADE WALL HEIGHT
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FORM

FACADE WIDTH & SYMMETRY
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FORM

ROOF-WALL PROPORTIONS
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Families of Shapes
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Ground plan and elevation combine to make several persistent and recurring patterns or families of shapes that are characteristic of most American houses. Much of the history of American domestic architecture involves the varying patterns of details—roofs, doors, windows, chimneys, porches, and decoration—applied to these relatively few basic shapes. Note that several simple-plan families have such distinctive shapes that they have familiar names (saltbox, shotgun, town house, etc.). Others have less common names (I-house, massed side-gable, etc.) but all are easily recognized with a little practice. The principal compound-plan families are also easily recognized, but they show more variation in details of shape. Wings of varying ground plan and elevation can be combined to form many variants of the basic L, T, and U plans.

Most of the fundamental styles of American houses display several of these shape patterns. In a few styles, however, a single family tends to dominate. Thus, Georgian houses are principally box-house or saltbox shapes, Federal mostly box-house, the Prairie often four-square, and so on. In many styles, shape families provide useful criteria for defining one or more of the principal subtypes within the style. The distinctive town-house shape, in particular, makes up a characteristic urban subtype in several styles.

The principal use of shape families in house identification applies not to styled houses but to folk houses. Such houses generally lack the architectural detailing that characterizes and differentiates styled buildings. In these, shape becomes a principal criterion for distinguishing types.
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SIMPLE-PLAN FAMILIES
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COMPOUND-PLAN FAMILIES
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Shape Innovations
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Several important technological advances have influenced the shapes of American houses over the three and a half centuries that have passed since the earliest European colonization.

MASSED PLANS—The first advance was the introduction of massed plans into the English colonies during the 18th century. All but a rare handful of 17th-century English colonial houses were of linear plan (one room deep) with high, steeply pitched roofs. These traditional roofs were of ancient origin and were designed to be covered with thatch, which sheds water only if the surface to which it is applied slopes very steeply. Such steep roofs became impossibly high when applied to large massed plans; as a result, most modest English dwellings were of linear plan. The rigors of the New World climate soon led to the abandonment of thatch as a roof covering in favor of more durable wooden planks or shingles. At the same time, the long severe winters of the northern colonies made additional interior space desirable. During the period from about 1700 to 1750, many houses were built, or were expanded, to a one-and-one-half-unit depth. The roofs on these, although now usually shingled, retained the steep framing of Medieval origin. The increased depth was accommodated either by a lower-pitched shed roof over the half-unit extension (most common in one-story houses) or by a rearward continuation of the main roof slope to give a saltbox shape (most common in two-story houses). This shape limited the rearward extension to the relatively shallow depth covered by the downward projection of the steeply pitched roof line. It also truncated the rearward extension at the second-floor level, which could be used only for storage rather than as living space. These disadvantages were overcome through the development of lower-pitched roof framing, which could span a full two-unit depth without excessive height. This transition was virtually completed by 1750; since that time, massed-plan houses have been a dominant feature of American architecture. Note, however, that linear plans, descended from the earlier tradition, have also persisted, particularly in rural and folk building.

HEATING—Two separate technological innovations during the 19th century had profound effects on house shape. The first relates to improvements in heating. Massive fireplaces for burning wood or coal were the principal heating devices until the 1830s, when the first practical cast-iron stoves were introduced. These were vented to the exterior either through metal stovepipes or through small masonry flues. Both of these were far easier to install than massive fireplaces and thus permitted the wider use of larger—and less regular—house plans. Compound plans, in particular, now became more common. Still further improvement came with the introduction of central furnaces that burned wood or coal. These came into common use in the colder northern sections of the country after about 1880. In this system, heat is transferred from the furnace to individual rooms by means of heated water, steam, or air; only a single masonry flue is required to serve the furnace. This development further accelerated the trend toward compound and irregular plans. Yet with each of these heating innovations, the earlier systems were not completely abandoned. Many 19th- and 20th-century houses retain one or more fireplaces, along with stoves or coal-burning furnaces, as a sort of nostalgic interior ornament without essential function. In addition, stoves (now most commonly burning natural gas rather than wood or coal) and fireplaces have continuously remained the principal means of heating many modest houses, particularly in the milder southern part of the country.

IRREGULAR PLANS—A second 19th-century innovation affecting house shape was  balloon-frame construction. This relatively rapid and inexpensive method of wooden framing was developed in the Chicago area during the 1830s. In earlier wooden framing systems (post-and-girt; braced-frame), as well as in solid masonry construction, outside corners are particularly difficult to fashion. Masonry is especially susceptible to erosion and failure at corner junctions and usually requires carefully shaped stones—or strengthened brick-bonding patterns—to make secure and permanent corners. Similarly, the heavy timbers of post-and-girt or braced frames require complex, hand-hewn corner joints and braces to give them rigidity. For these reasons, unnecessary outside corners were traditionally avoided in all but the most pretentious houses built with these wall systems. In contrast, corners in balloon (and, later, platform) framing are readily constructed with only a few two-inch boards and wire nails. Balloon framing thus freed house shapes from their traditional plane-walled patterns by allowing for easily constructed irregular plans with many extensions and re-entrants. Since the mid-19th century, such irregular wall forms have been commonly superimposed upon both simple and compound plans as balloon framing became the standard construction technique. Beginning in the late 1980s a new fashion for complex roof forms in some house styles was often accompanied by small extensions added to already irregular ground plans. An added squared bay, for example, could have a small secondary roof above it (also see Cascading Hipped Roofs).

INTEGRAL GARAGES—One other technological innovation that affected house shape relates not to building techniques but to transportation: the rise of the automobile as the principal means of personal travel in the 20th century. When automobiles first became common in the decade between 1910 and 1920 they were universally housed, as had been carriages and horses before, in detached garages. Such garages have persisted to the present day, but since the 1920s there has been an accelerating trend to house automobiles in extensions to, or within portions of, the main house. This trend has dramatically affected the overall size and shape of some houses constructed between 1920 and 1950, and of almost all constructed since 1950. The illustration shows graphically the changing average amount of space devoted to automobile storage during the period from 1930 to 1960 (in comparison with a standard six-unit plan of 1,000-square-foot area). Whether placed within the principal mass of the house, as shown, or added as attached units, these automobile shelters have affected the style and form of many 20th-century house facades. By the turn of the millennium three- and four-car garages were not uncommon and automobile access and storage had become an important factor in new home design and subdivision planning. See Housing the Automobile. A three-car garage built in 2010 can be 750 square feet, a space three-quarters as large as many homes built in 1950.
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SHAPE INNOVATIONS IN AMERICAN HOUSES
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LINEAR TO MASSED PLANS 18th century

[image: ]




FORM

HEATING INNOVATIONS 19th century
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FORM

PLANS: REGULAR TO IRREGULAR WITH SHALLOW EXTENSIONS (extensions may begin above the ground plan)
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    FORM

HOUSING THE AUTOMOBILE 20th century
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LOOKING AT AMERICAN HOUSES

Structure


The Anatomy of American Houses
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In addition to style (fashion) and form (shape), there is a third and somewhat more technical element that is useful for identifying and understanding American houses. This is structure, which can be defined as the several individual components of houses that give them their characteristic forms and styles.

All houses are composed of three basic structural units. First come walls, the vertical units that serve both to screen the interior spaces and to support the second basic unit, the roof, which shields the interior spaces from weather and completes the enclosure. In very simple houses—for example, tipis or modern A-frames—roof and wall may be a single unit. Far more commonly, each is made of different materials combined into separate structural systems. The most important materials and systems used for walls and roofs in American houses are described in the pages that follow. A house made up only of walls and a roof, with an entrance opening in the walls, can be a fully functional shelter. Many simple folk houses have little more. Most American houses, however, have added architectural details to the basic walls and roof, including some or all of the following components: windows, to provide light and ventilation to the interior; doors, to permit the entranceway to be closed against the weather; chimneys, to confine and eliminate smoke from interior fires; porches, partially exposed areas having roofs but lacking one or more walls; and, finally, decorative details, which function to enrich the external appearance of the house.



Walls
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The walls of houses have two separate and distinct functions; first, they provide support for the roof and for any upper floors that may be present; second, they screen the house interior from weather and intrusion. In some types of wall structure—for example, those made up entirely of stone or brick—the same materials serve both functions. In others the functions are separated: one material provides the structural support and another the screening. The most familiar example is the wood-frame house, in which vertical wooden members provide structural support while an exterior covering, or cladding, screens the interior. This first section describes the principal structural support systems used for walls of American houses. The principal cladding materials used with these wall structures are treated below.

WALL FOUNDATIONS—Walls of very modest houses are sometimes built directly on the ground with little or no underlying foundation. Such walls rest on the surface soil, which makes a very poor base for most types of construction. Wooden walls tend to rot when in direct contact with damp earth, while masonry tends to be undercut by rainwater erosion of the soil beneath. For these reasons, most house walls are set upon foundations designed to protect them by raising them above the underlying soil. Simplest are wooden walls set upon wooden posts of some rot-resistant variety such as oak, cedar, or bois d’arc. (Sometimes the posts are, themselves, set directly on the ground surface, but more commonly with this and all other foundation systems, the soil is removed to a depth ranging from several inches to several feet and the base of the foundation is “buried” to provide firmer support.) Columns of brick or stone masonry known as masonry piers provide a similar supporting system for wooden walls, without the danger of rotting. On the other hand, failure of mortar joints can lead to equally serious problems that can be avoided by the use of monolithic piers, sometimes of metal but usually of concrete reinforced by steel rods.

The strong basal timbers of wooden walls can be supported by separated posts or piers; masonry walls, on the other hand, require continuous underlying support. In earlier masonry houses, soil has typically been excavated beneath the proposed wall and the first courses of stone or brick laid on the firm base of the trench. For additional stability, this underlying masonry wall is usually wider and of heavier materials than is the masonry of the overlying walls. When a basement is desired, some or all of the space between the exterior walls is excavated and the foundation walls constructed around the margins of the pit. Similar masonry wall foundations are also common beneath wooden walls, particularly in larger houses or in smaller houses requiring a basement. Foundation walls of masonry, like masonry piers, are subject to erosion and failure of the mortar joints and thus require periodic repair. This problem is avoided by monolithic concrete walls made of concrete beams poured in place and reinforced with internal steel rods. Such foundations first became common in the late 19th century; by the mid-20th century they had generally replaced wooden and masonry foundations beneath all types of wall construction. Note that in all the foundation systems mentioned so far, the internal floors and walls are supported by piers of wood, masonry, concrete, or metal even when the external walls have a continuous masonry or concrete foundation. One additional foundation system, developed in this century, eliminates these internal piers. In such concrete slab foundations, a relatively thin sheet of monolithic poured concrete underlies the entire house. This system completely eliminates floor framing and support at the first-floor level, and has become increasingly common since the 1950s.

WOODEN STRUCTURAL SYSTEMS—Most American houses (probably well over 90 percent) use pieces of wood to support the upper floors and roof. Simplest are walls of horizontal logs, either left round or hewn square, which serve to provide both structural support and, when the cracks between the logs are filled with clay or other materials, weather screening as well. The principal structural support of a log wall is provided by the notched corners, where adjacent logs are in close contact. Several systems of log corner notching have been developed to strengthen this crucial junction. Simplest to construct but least rigid is the saddle joint; progressively more rigid are square, V-notched, and half-dovetail joints; while complex full-dovetail joints provide the strongest structure of all (see also the treatment of log houses).

Far more common than horizontal log walls are those in which spaced vertical members provide structural support. Earliest is the Medieval post-and-girt system, imported from England and France by the first colonists. In this system, upper loads are borne by heavy corner posts and widely spaced intervening posts; heavy cross timbers carry upper floors which are unsupported by the thin internal walls below. Typically, all structural joints in post-and-girt houses are laboriously hewn into interlocking shapes and held fast by wooden pegs. Post-and-girt houses dominated the English and French colonies and persisted until well after the American Revolution. In the early 19th century, however, the increasing abundance of commercially sawed lumber, together with the development of relatively inexpensive wire nails, led to a modification of the traditional post-and-girt system known as braced-frame construction. This system still employs heavy corner posts connected by heavy horizontal timbers, generally with hewn joints. But within this heavy skeleton, loads are carried not by widely spaced and equally massive intervening posts and cross members, but by light, closely spaced vertical studs nailed between the horizontal timbers. Internal walls constructed entirely of light studs also now become strong bearing walls which help support the floors and roof above. This system takes its name from diagonal corner braces used to give lateral stability to the wooden framework. Note, however, that such braces are by no means unique to the system, but are common in all types of wooden framing.

By the early 19th century, braced frames were replacing post-and-girt construction throughout the former English colonies of the Atlantic seaboard; in this region braced-frame houses persisted well into the 20th century. Westward migration from these states also made this a common mode of construction throughout the country during the 19th century. By the time of the Civil War, however, another still more simplified method of frame construction was coming to dominance in the rapidly developing midwestern states. This was the balloon-frame system, begun in Chicago in the 1830s. This system eliminated altogether the tedious hewn joints and massive timbers of braced-frame and post-and-girt construction, for balloon-frame houses are supported entirely by closely spaced two-inch boards of varying widths (two-by-two, two-by-four, two-by-six, two-by-twelve, etc.) joined only by nails. Corner posts and principal horizontal members are made of two or more two-inch boards nailed together. As in braced-frame houses, the principal supporting members are the closely spaced two-by-four or two-by-six vertical studs of both the exterior and key interior walls. This system allowed both cheaper and more rapid construction by eliminating the need for skilled hand-hewing of the principal wall timbers. With slight modification it remains the dominant method of American house construction today. The most common modification, known as platform framing, relates primarily to the wall studs and flooring. In balloon-frame construction, the studs are continuous from foundation to roof and the floors are hung upon the studs. In platform framing the floors are constructed as independent units, like thin, flat platforms; the shorter wall studs are then erected upon these platforms to support the overlying platform or roof. This system is both simpler and more rigid than balloon framing, which it had largely replaced by World War II.

MASONRY STRUCTURAL SYSTEMS—Although wooden framing has always dominated American house construction, European immigrants to the New World brought with them an intimate knowledge of masonry techniques as well. Indeed, in colonial times, just as today, masonry houses far outnumbered those made of wood throughout most of western Europe. (For this reason first-time visitors from Europe are always surprised to find the United States to be a land of wooden houses.) Although making up only a few percent of American houses, those with masonry walls show almost all variations of masonry building technique. Spanish colonists brought traditions of building in uncut stone and unfired adobe brick. The English, French, and Dutch had elaborate techniques of building with harder, fired brick and cut stone, as well as more modest folk traditions of building with sod (blocks of earth held together by grass roots) and uncut stone. These traditions tended to dominate certain regions during the colonial period; most persisted through the 19th century and a few survive even today. Beginning in the early 20th century, technology has added two more masonry materials to the traditional repertoire: hollow, fired clay tiles and hollow concrete blocks. These new materials are as strong as fired brick or stone, but are both lighter and cheaper. They have thus come to dominate 20th-century masonry construction, either alone or
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Ranch, Contemporary
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Windows
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surrounded by
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Neoclassical, New
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side-gabled
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Tudor, Gothic Revival,
Stick, Queen Anne,
French Colonial,
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N

Colonial Revival,
Georgian, Federal, Early
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Victorian, Neoclassical,
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Roof Form IF YOU SEE

hipped
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or varied
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French Eclectic,
Chateauesque, French
Colonial, Millennium
Mansion (with many
added roof elements),
New Traditional
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Neoclassical, Minimal
Traditional, American
Vernacular, New
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pitch /\
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Vernacular, New
Traditional
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Roof Form IF YOU SEE TRY THESE FIRST
front-gabled (also steep Gothic Revival, Stick,
tri-gabled) pitch Queen Anne, less
commonly Tudor, New
Traditional
moderate National Folk, Shingle,
or varied Folk Victorian,
pitch Neoclassical, less
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Revival, American
Vernacular, New
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A e
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Revival, Manufactured,
Contemporary, New
Traditional
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PICTORIAL KEY
Foundation

slab (very low, even at
ground level)

IF YOU SEE

T ol

TRY THESE FIRST

International, Ranch,
Contemporary; can be
found on all post-1950
house styles (common
clue that a traditional
styled house is New
Traditional rather than
a pre-World War II

original)

several levels of
foundation

SplicLevel,
Contemporary, Shed
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Tudor, Postmedieval
English, Queen Anne,
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half-timbering

Tudor, Craftsman,
Queen Anne, French
Eclectic, Prairie, New
Traditional

patterned stick work

Stick, Queen Anne,

Exotic Revival
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broad front facade
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Contemporary, Other
20th-Century Modern,
21st-Century Modern

wall surface material
extends up into gable
without break
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Gothic Revival, Tudor,
Spanish Revival,
Postmedieval English,
Contemporary, New
Traditional, Millennium
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broad surface with
pattern

geometric masonry
pattern

]

Contemporary

board form concrete

(wood patterns remain

visible)

Contemporary, Other
20th-Century Modern:
Formalistic

Other 20th-Century
Modern (Brutalist),
215t-Century Modern
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multiple wall materials

on flat walls (commonly
stone, brick, stucco, and
painted or imitation
wood)

=

1

Tudor, Ranch, Styled
Ranch, Contemporary,
Millennium Mansion,
New Traditional

on 3-D walls (often
includes metal or
unpainted wood)

Other 20th-Century
Modern:
Deconstructivist,
21st-Century Modern:
Decoupage
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Elements
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traditional details used
in different ways (out
of scale, oddly placed,

flat cut-outs)

slanting or angled
walls, roof lines,
overhangs (house is not
all rectangular)

Other 20th-Century
Modern (Postmodern),
occasionally New
Traditional

Other 20th-Century
Modern
(Deconstructivist),
215t-Century
Modern (Slightly
Askew), occasionally
Contemporary
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garlands, floral
ornament
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Beaux Arts, Federal,
Queen Anne (Free
Classic), Colonial
Revival, Millennium
Mansion, New
Traditional

Georgian, Federal,
Ttalianate, Colonial
Revival, French Eclectic,
Beaux Arts, [talian
Renaissance, Greek
Revival, Neoclassical,
Millennium Mansion,
New Traditional
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IF YOU SEE

TRY THESE FIRST

quoins

belt course

Georgian, Federal,
Ttalianate, Colonial
Revival, French Eclectic,
Beaux Arts, [talian
Renaissance, Second
Empire, Styled Ranch,
Millennium Mansion,
New Traditional

Georgian, Federal,
Ttalianate, Colonial
Revival, French
Eclectic, Beaux Arts,
Italian Renaissance,
Second Empire,
Millennium Mansion,
New Traditional
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French Colonial, Folk
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Contemporary, New
Traditional, American
Vernacular, most any
style if built in flood-

prone area

raised platform
(podium)

International, Other
20th-Century Modern:
Formalistic
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Postmedieval English,
Georgian (New
England), American
Vernacular, New
Traditional

high

Georgian (southern
colonies), Federal,
Gothic, Italianate,
Second Empire, Stick,
Queen Anne, Shingle,
Chateauesque, Beaux
Arts, Richardsonian
Romanesque, American
Vernacular, New
Traditional
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Windows

corner window

IF YOU SEE

mitered glass corner
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International,
Contemporary, Other
20th-Century Modern
and 21st-Century
Modern

with corner support

International, Minimal
Traditional, Ranch,
Prairie, Contemporary,
Other 20th-Century
Modern and
215t-Century Modern

window wall

International,
Contemporary, all post-
1950s styles (generally
on rear or private

facades)
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PICTORIAL KEY

Windows
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round window

in pediment (also
elliptical or half-circle)

=0

Georgian, Federal,
Early Classical Revival,
Colonial Revival,
Neoclassical, New
Traditional

on wall surface (also
hexagonal or elliptical
window set vertically)

@]

Second Empire, Shingle,
Queen Anne, Colonial
Revival, Minimal
Traditional, Ranch,
Styled Ranch, New
Traditional, Millennium
Mansion
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Windows

square window

picture window
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Postmodern (introduced

early 1960s), Other
20th-Century Modern

Ranch, sometimes

Styled Ranch

windows fill gable end

Contemporary, Other
20th-Century Modern:
A-Frame
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Walls

wood shingles

IF YOU SEE

patterned

.

TRY THESE FIRST

Queen Anne, Shingle,
Folk Victorian; as either
wood or imitation wood
product in Millennium
Mansion, New
Traditional

rectangular

LI

Shingle, Craftsman,
Colonial Revival,
Postmedieval English,
Ranch, Styled Ranch,
Split-Level; as either
wood or imitation wood
product in Millennium
Mansion, New
Traditional, American
Vernacular
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PICTORIAL KEY

Walls

IF YOU SEE

TRY THESE FIRST

stucco boards
(popularized as exterior
material ca. 1990)

commonly 4 x 8 fiber
cement boards with
stucco finish

joints sealed (cracks,
if present, may reveal
rectangular board
pattern)

joints covered by battens
or half-timbering

1]
[ 1H]
1

Millennium Mansion,
New Traditional,
American Vernacular

Millennium Mansion,
New Traditional

joints left open (applied
as rain screen with open
joints that allow air
circulation)

215t-Century Modern
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PICTORIAL KEY

Walls

IF YOU SEE

TRY THESE FIRST

rusticated stone (joints

Beaux Arts, Italian

exaggerated) Renaissance,
Millennium Mansion,
New Traditional

plywood siding smooth finish Modernistic,

(Exterior plywood International,

siding was introduced Contemporary

in the mid-1930s and
became popular in the
1950s.)

wood siding emulated
in plywood (also called
Ti-11)

Contemporary, Ranch,

Styled Ranch

stucco (cracks, if
present, typically
random)

Tudor, Mission, Spanish
Revival, Prairie,
Modernistic, Italian
Renaissance, French
Colonial, International
(white-colored stucco
was preferred for
International)

Occurs occasionally in
other pre-194s styles
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Walls IF YOU SEE TRY THESE FIRST
logs Pre-Railroad Folk
adobe Pueblo Revival,

Spanish Colonial
rough-faced stone Richardsonian

smooth stone

i
it

Romanesque, Shingle
(first story only), as a
veneer in Millennium
Mansion, New
Traditional

Beaux Arts,
Chateauesque, Italian
Renaissance, as a
veneer in Millennium
Mansion, New
Traditional
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PICTORIAL KEY|

Walls

IF YOU SEE

TRY THESE FIRST

wood strips with
natural finish (smooth
tongue-and-groove,
open wood screen,
unusual wood species)

Other 20th-Century
Modern
(Deconstructivist),
215t-Century Modern

masonry wall cladding
applied like wallpaper
(on single surface such
as front of gable)

Millennium Mansion,
New Traditional
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Walls

metal, finished to look
like metal, either new
or rusted

(These types of metal
finishes began to be
used in residences

ca. 1980; often zinc,
steel, or rusty-looking
Corten steel. The metal
claddings occasionally
used right after World
‘War II were typically
finished to not look like

raw metal.)

IF YOU SEE

corrugated

TRY THESE FIRST

Other 20th-Century
Modern
(Deconstructivist),
21st-Century Modern

other (standing seam,

panel, ribbed)

Other 20th-Century
Modern, 21st-Century
Modern
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PICTORIAL KEY

Walls

IF YOU SEE

TRY THESE FIRST

board and batten

Gothic Revival, Post-
Railroad Folk, Ranch;
as either wood or
imitation wood product
in New Traditional,
American Vernacular

clapboard
(weatherboard, bevel
siding or lap siding)

|

Craftsman, Colonial
Revival, Postmedieval
English, Ranch, Styled
Ranch, Split-Level; as
either wood or imitation
wood product in
Millennium Mansion,
New Traditional,
American Vernacular
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BALLOON FRAME PLATFORM FRAME
built of two-by-fours with nailed joints built of two-by-fours with nailed joints

corner posts
built up from
several
two-by-fours

floor supported
by two-by-fours
in walls and
partitions

two-by-fours
extend through
full two stories

floor is separate unit,
supported by

two-by-fours in walls
and partitions below
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LTINS 720

two-by-fours
are only one

story high

corner posts built
up from several
two-by-fours

typical nailed joint
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heavy timber frame combination of heavy timber frame with hewn
with hewn joints joints and two-by-fours for floor support

post

floor joists
hang from
frame, floor supported
unsupported b

y two-by-fours
below

in walls and
partitions below

typical hewn-and-pegged joint
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support for low pitches support required
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PICTORIAL KEY
Date-related
Clues

IF YOU SEE

TRY THESE FIRST

carport

metal windows

Contemporary and
later styles, found most
often in homes built ca.

1935-1975

Steel casement first

used in Tudor and other
early 20th-Century
styles (Modern and
Traditional); aluminum
windows first used in
Ranch and other styles
built after ca. 1950
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PICTORIAL KEY

Date-related IF YOU SEE TRY THESE FIRST
Clues
grouped windows Common ca. 1900-1920

(also called “ganged”)

Indicates house built
after ca. 1945

very low slab
foundation

attached garage Ranch and other styles

buile after ca. 1945,
M rarely occurs in houses

s
E é before ca. 1920, size

gradually increases
from one-car ca. 1950 to
three-car ca. 2000
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PICTORIAL KEY
Date-related
Clues

IF YOU SEE

TRY THESE FIRST

paired windows

brick laid in running
bond (all stretchers, no

headers)

brick laid in stacked
bond

First found in Italianate
beginning around 1850.
Used in this and most

later styles

Began to be used
commonly ca. 1915.
Indicates house is brick
veneer rather than solid
masonry. Found on
Eclectic and Modern
styles, Millennium
Mansion, New
Traditional, American
Vernacular

Used after ca. 1945.
Indicates masonry is
used decoratively. Found
on Contemporary,
Ranch, some Other
20th-Century Modern
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House Shapes IF YOU SEE TRY THESE FIRST
broad, low one-story Ranch, Styled Ranch,
01 Contemporary

tri-level split

Ranch, Styled Ranch,
Contemporary,

Split-Level

bi-level split

American four-square

very different house—
unusual geometries,

sweeping curves, “never

seen anything like it”

Ranch, Styled Ranch,
Contemporary,

Split-Level

Prairie, Colonial
Revival, Neoclassical,
Craftsman, Italian
Renaissance

Other 20th-Century
Modern (Organic),
Other 20th-Century
Modern (Brutalist),
215t-Century Modern
(Singular Statement)
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PICTORIAL KEY

Date-related IF YOU SEE TRY THESE FIRST
Clues

shallow porch (4' and New Traditional,

less) Millennium Mansion,

occasionally found in
Ranch and other houses
built after ca. 1950

wood-clad chimney Shed, early Millennium
Mansion, early New

Traditional, early

[D] Contemporary built ca.
1960-1990.
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